The nature and evolution of insight in schizophrenia: a multi-informant longitudinal study of first-episode versus chronic patients.
This study investigated a novel distinction between two possible sources of poor insight in schizophrenia: primary unawareness, in which the ill person is not aware that other people think one has a problem, and secondary unawareness (or disagreement), in which a person does appreciate that other people think one has a problem. A secondary goal was to compare the evolution of insight in first-episode and chronic schizophrenia. Sixty-eight first-episode and 51 chronic patients were administered two versions of the Scale of Unawareness of Mental Disorder (SUMD) at three time points: hospital admission, discharge, and 6-month post-discharge. In the first standard SUMD version, they were asked about their own opinions, whereas in the second modified version, they were asked about their best guess of their doctor's opinion. While overall level of unawareness remained stable within each single episode, there were significant Type of Unawareness (primary versus secondary) by Clinical Status (admission versus discharge versus 6-month post-discharge) and Type of Unawareness by Phase of Illness (first-episode versus chronic) interaction effects. More specifically, in the first-episode group, primary unawareness steadily decreased over time. In contrast, in the chronic group, primary unawareness decreased markedly during hospitalization and returned to baseline after discharge. These results provide preliminary support for the notion that impaired insight is an additive outcome of primary unawareness and disagreement, and that change in insight over time occurs mostly at the level of their relative proportion as opposed to their overall sum. Implications for studying and treating poor insight in schizophrenia are discussed.